Northern Illinois University

Huskie Commons
Graduate Research Theses & Dissertations

Graduate Research & Artistry

2016

Writing without boundaries : examining a professional writer's
environment using activity theory
Lindsey Crane

Follow this and additional works at: https://huskiecommons.lib.niu.edu/allgraduate-thesesdissertations

Recommended Citation
Crane, Lindsey, "Writing without boundaries : examining a professional writer's environment using activity
theory" (2016). Graduate Research Theses & Dissertations. 6755.
https://huskiecommons.lib.niu.edu/allgraduate-thesesdissertations/6755

This Dissertation/Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate Research & Artistry at Huskie
Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Research Theses & Dissertations by an authorized
administrator of Huskie Commons. For more information, please contact jschumacher@niu.edu.

ABSTRACT
WRITING WITHOUT BOUNDARIES: EXAMINING A PROFESSIONAL WRITER’S
ENVIRONMENT USING ACTIVITY THEORY
Lindsey Crane, M.A.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Philip Eubanks, Director

This research used activity theory as a framework to explore the physical and figurative
locations of writing in a professional setting. The researcher conducted a six-week case study of
a technical writer in an IT department for an educational services company to examine how she
navigates her environment during the writing process. After identifying one of her activity
systems, the researcher interviewed and observed the writer as she collaborated with three
subject matter experts on a writing project. The findings reinforced how writing is a social
process and revealed how the company’s “no boundaries” philosophy impacts the writer’s work
and position, both physically and operationally. The research argues that viewing a professional
writer’s environment through the lens of activity theory highlights the ways in which writers can
increase their visibility in the workplace as well as the value of their work.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Where do writers write? When writing is defined as simply a physical description – at a
desk, in an office, on a computer – how do we account for other factors that influence the
writer’s environment such as the different roles a writer plays during the composing process,
such as an editor or project manager? Or how a writer balances the application of writing
conventions, content knowledge, and workplace rules that govern the writing task? Or the ways
a change in location transforms collaboration among colleagues? Arguably, all of these instances
impact the writer’s environment.
Sidney Dobrin explains that composition locates itself as a discipline through several
“spatial metaphors,” including descriptions of “writing environments” (“The Occupation” 27).
For example, Daniel Mahala and Jody Swilky identify common metaphors of place, such as
“contact zones” and “border crossing” (766). Nedra Reynolds describes similar writing
“geographies,” including the “frontier, city, and cyberspace” (21) and Liberty Kohn discusses
how writers belong to “discourse communities” (173). All of these metaphors suggest how
locations of writing have boundaries, that the writer is either included or excluded from entering
that space.
One way for writers to overcome the boundaries of these spaces while embracing the
social nature of writing is to view writing environments as a system of activity. Yrjӧ Engestrӧm
defines activity systems as “complex interrelations” between six components: the subject, their
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tools, their motive, and the rules, community, and division of labor that influence and shape that
motive (“Expansive Learning” 134-35). As opposed to other metaphors of place, activity
systems do not require the writer to become a member to join the social interactions of the
system; instead, the writer must only act. If we imagine the writer as someone who engages with
texts, tools, people, and systems in order to complete a writing task, these become part of the
writer’s environment too. From this perspective, writing as a singular activity becomes writing
as a social and communal activity. By applying activity theory to my own study of writing
environments, I discovered how location plays an important role in helping a writer break
boundaries and collaborate with the components of her activity system during the writing
process.
Activity theory is a framework often used in educational, literacy, or workplace studies to
observe behavior, yet it also offers a way to observe how writers interact with their environment
based on their activity systems. With its emphasis on the networked relationships between
components, activity theory shows how writing is collaborative. According to Dobrin, “places…
are endowed with values” (“The Occupation” 15); therefore, if we consider a writer’s place
through the lens of activity theory, what becomes most valued is how the writer’s collaboration
with her environment during the writing process highlights her work, breaks boundaries, and
increases her prominence.
As a foundational figure in the development and application of activity theory to
workplace studies, Engestrӧm argues that activity theory is “one of the best-kept secrets of
academia,” and this claim might be true when it comes to nonacademic writing studies (qtd. in
Roth and Lee 188). In “Writing and Genre in Higher Education and Workplaces: A Review of
Studies that Use Cultural-Historical Activity Theory,” David Russell summarizes previous
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studies conducted by applying activity theory to writing research. How texts and genres facilitate
activity (Bazerman) and how students learn professional writing processes are two major themes
of these studies (Russell 227-32). In 2015, Kohn examined more recent applications of activity
theory to writing studies, focusing on how frameworks like “discourse communities” and
“activity systems” define how students learn and practice writing in the classroom and the
workplace (173-77); however, none of the studies reviewed by Russell or Kohn explore how
activity theory defines the professional writer’s environment.
I conducted a case study of a technical writer and documented the components of one of
her activity systems in order to view writing as a social process. If writers define their
environment through activity theory, they can learn to collaborate with and respond to
components of their activity system as they navigate the writing process. The following research
questions guided my study:
1) How does a professional writer navigate her environment, as defined by the components
of an activity system, during the writing process?
2) How does the relationship among the components of an activity system impact the
writer’s process and completion of the writing task?

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

The research presented here discusses the definition of activity theory, studies that
implement activity theory as a framework in academic and nonacademic writing research,
existing descriptions of writing environments, the connection between activity theory and genre
theory, and the significance of collaboration in workplace writing environments.

Activity Theory and Activity Systems

David Bakhurst describes activity theory as an explanation for human behavior (197). In
writing studies, activity theory allows researchers to consider how aspiring and professional
writers navigate the unlimited number of activity systems that form their environment and how
they impact the writing process. Russell states that activity theory is sometimes referred to as
“cultural-historical theory” because “the identity(ies) of the subjects, the focus and direction
(object/motive) of their actions, and their tools-in-use are historically (re)constructed over a few
seconds or many centuries” (italics in original) (“Rethinking Genre” 512). Today’s concept of
cultural-historical activity theory was initially created by Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky in
the 1920s. Vygotsky’s model for activity theory included three components: a subject, an object,
and a mediating artifact. Later, Alexei Leontiev identified that division of labor, community,
goals, and motives also affect activity (Bakhurst 199-200). In the late 1980s, Engestrӧm further
advanced the study of activity theory, using it as a theoretical framework for workplace research,
creating the concept of “activity systems” (Bakhurst 200). Activity systems, according to
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Russell, are defined as “ongoing, object-directed, historically conditioned, dialectically
structured, tool-mediated human interaction” (“Rethinking Genre” 510). Donna Kain and
Elizabeth Wardle describe the six components of an activity system as: (1) a subject, the
individual who does the activity; (2) tools, physical or symbolic, that the subject uses to
complete the action; (3) rules; (4) community, comprised of individuals, their interests, and their
goals for the activity; (5) division of labor among participants; and (6) motives, “immediate” or
“long-term” goals that the system is trying to achieve (3). Some scholars also emphasize the
importance of observing contradictions within the system, which Engestrӧm defines as “sources
of change and development” (“Expansive Learning” 137; Deans 300-01; Russell “Writing and
Genre” 512; Worthen 26).
Kohn argues that the study of activity systems in writing research has “supplemented” the
use of other frameworks because activity systems help researchers observe the “construction and
socialization of writing practices” (168). Likewise, Reynolds says that more qualitative research
is needed to investigate “the connection between spaces and practices” (30) while Tom Deans
expresses a similar opinion in questioning “what happens when we imagine the locations for
writing less as places and more as systems of activity?” (290).

Activity Theory and Writing Studies

Activity theory, according to Helena Worthen, was traditionally used to study education
or psychology (24) until Engestrӧm’s research extended its application to workplace studies
(“Activity Theory” 961). Although, workplace studies that use activity theory still emphasize
the importance of education, either as a framework to investigate how workers learn or to draw
comparisons between the classroom and the workplace (see Russell’s “Writing and Genre in
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Higher Education and Workplaces: A Review of Studies That Use Cultural--Historical Activity
Theory” and Kohn). Typically, researchers systematically identify components in an activity
system and explain how they interact with one another to achieve certain goals. Worthen notes
that researchers often present their findings in a “narrative” format since their data collection
involves qualitative methods such as interviewing participants, observing them in their activity
system, and “imagin[ing] the future in light of the past” (26). Using activity theory as a
framework allows researchers to reflect on how their findings will shape both the activity
systems they observe and the disciplines in which their research takes place.
Some writing studies using activity theory have considered the implications of teaching
writing and preparing students for successful careers, such as those conducted by Clay Spinuzzi
and Dorothy Winsor in the late 1990s. Concerned with how writing teachers “replicate the
activity network of the workplace,” Spinuzzi observed how students demonstrate what he calls
“pseudotransactionality,” a result of students fulfilling an assignment’s requirements without
engaging in the authentic workplace experience that the assignment intends to simulate (296,
299). He draws upon genre theory and activity theory to discuss their shared interest in “history
and social interaction,” explaining that pseudotransactionality occurs when students apply prior
knowledge and “old habits” to participate in an activity system “that has evolved ‘standard’
genres” (Spinuzzi 300).
Dorothy Winsor’s study bridged the way individuals participate in activity systems in the
classroom and the workplace, concluding that the creation of texts allowed her participants to
“exercise… agency” in their activity systems (203). Over nine years, Winsor interviewed four
engineers, beginning in their freshman year of college through the start of their corporate careers.
Through conversations and writing samples, Winsor observed the students developing an
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awareness of audience, purpose, and genre, attributing this growth in their writing process to the
difference in activity systems that operate in the workplace and the classroom (205-06).
More recently, Kohn’s review and Deans’ study highlight a distinction between academic
and nonacademic writing environments through a discussion of discourse communities. For
Kohn, the role of activity theory, as Spinuzzi applies it, offers the opportunity to explore “change
over time” (176). Whereas academic writing environments are called discourse communities,
because writers must earn their membership through an adoption of the community’s shared
standards and culture, workplace writing environments are activity systems since “a variety of
communities and cultures [are] working collaboratively, in conflict, and with varying goals”
(Kohn 173-74). Thinking less about discourse communities and more about activity systems
enables students to consider the collaborative and social nature of writing, argues Deans (290).
In addition, activity systems allow researchers to focus on other aspects of composition that
theories of discourse communities do not offer, such as the concept of “doing things than on
being someplace” (Prior qtd. in Deans 292).

Writing Environments
Reynolds states that “actual locations for the work of writing… coexist with several
metaphorical or imaginary places where we write, study writing, or create theories about
writing” (13). One such theory was proposed by Marilyn M. Cooper in 1986, which contrasted
the “solitary writer” with what Cooper calls the “ecological model,” or “a group of people who
interact through writing, who are connected by the various systems that constitute the activity of
writing” (372). According to Cooper, this model offers one way of thinking about writing as an
activity grounded in “systems” (369). From Cooper’s proposed ecological perspective, writing
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occurs in not just one context but many contexts. 15 years later, Dobrin defined this theory of
“ecocomposition” as “concentrating on textual production and the environments that affect and
are affected by the production of discourse” (“Writing Takes Place” 13). Like Cooper, Dobrin
says that writing environments are complex and include a consideration of “the physical
environment” as well as “the ideological environment, the cultural environment, the social
environment… the historical environment,” contexts that activity theory also explores (“Writing
Takes Place” 19).
To further explain the relationship between writing and environment, Dobrin argues that
writing is “a social space, a cultural space, an occupied space” whose “boundaries are produced
by the occupiers… and the occupations” that “defin[e]” them (“The Occupation” 29). He also
notes that composition “is obsessed with its own history, its own identity, and how that identity
is manifest historically” (“The Occupation” 28). While he does not acknowledge activity theory,
Dobrin’s descriptions parallel those of activity theory, particularly when he describes
composition as an activity with a history and identity. Observing writers in their environment
and interviewing them about their position in the company and their relationship to other workers
as well as their writing tasks can reveal what Dobrin calls the “occupation of composition” (27).
Like Dobrin, Teresa M. Harrison does not explicitly refer to activity theory as a way of
observing workplace writing, but her emphasis on studying an organization’s activities and how
these are shaped by the writer’s cultural understanding of the environment resembles the study of
activity systems. Harrison notes that during the writing process, several factors will be
influenced by the writer’s interpretation of “organizational activities, motives, and goals,”
including “the purposes of the text,” the audience’s needs and values, and the “style of
organizational documents” (263).
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According to Shaun Slattery, writing “create[s] complex information environments” due
to a writer’s activities as well as where the documents are housed (311). He interviewed and
observed five senior technical writers as they completed their assignments for a contracting firm,
noting their ability to “manage a large volume” of texts and communications (Slattery 314, 316).
Slattery observed that the writers needed the knowledge of their subject matter experts (SMEs) to
help with documentation, a relationship complicated by their physical separation in different
locations as well as the writers’ understanding and navigation of “the division of labor among
complex organizational structures” (315-16). Kohn says that using activity theory to study a
writer’s environment can help a researcher understand the “organizational dynamics” that impact
a writer’s job, particularly if the researcher asks the writer to discuss “the hierarchy of people”
since it could lead to a description of the company’s history and culture (176).
In Slattery’s study, the writers frequently used different documents such as “email
folders, instant-message exchanges, and handwritten notes” to assist in their writing process and
shared multiple drafts with their SMEs for feedback (315-17). As the writers interacted with
these tools and completed their assigned tasks, they participated in an environment influenced by
“the distribution of work across time, space, organization, and individual experts” (Slattery 32324). Acknowledging the dynamics of this environment and its impact on the technical writer,
Slattery warns against reducing the role of the writer to simply “bringing [information] together,”
when in reality, it is much more complex (323).
Deans examines writing environments by applying activity theory to service-learning,
where students volunteer at local companies to practice writing “nonacademic genres that
circulate beyond the classroom” (290). Deans argues that because writing is a social act, which
Slattery illustrates through his description of the technical writers engaging with their SMEs,
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activity theory helps researchers understand “how individual writing practices are situated within
and shaped their institutional and cultural contexts” (291).

Connection between Genre and Activity Theory
According to Charles Bazerman, “texts organize activity and people,” a statement that
closely connects activity theory with genre theory (309). Particularly for writers, “the activity
system is centrally organized around written documents,” notes Bazerman (319; see also Russell
“Rethinking Genres” 514). Texts are especially important as tools in an activity system. Russell
claims that if the tools are successful, participants (and others in the activity system) are likely to
use those tools again to address a comparable task, essentially creating workplace genres through
their activity (“Rethinking Genre” 517-18).
Like Bazerman and Russell, Kain and Wardle view activity theory as a way to study
“how texts function” and “why texts used within a particular system of activity contain certain
content and specific conventions” (6). As a methodological approach to activity theory research,
Bazerman suggests that the researcher collects documents created by workplace writers, noting
when and how the texts are created as well as their genre (325-26). In contrast, Tom Deans
argues that one could analyze an activity system through the study of “any one of the system’s
key elements,” but he does not think the texts should be ignored (294). Therefore, while the text
might help a researcher identify a professional writer’s activity system, it does not have to be the
sole analytical focus of the study.
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Collaboration and Workplace Writing

Collaboration plays an important role in the study of activity systems, since the
interaction of its components influence its progress or limitations. In 1982, Lester Faigley and
Thomas P. Miller published the results of a survey they conducted with 200 individuals with
college degrees about their personal and professional writing practices (558-59). Their results
showed that individuals employed in a professional or technical career wrote 29% of the time
and the average time spent collaboratively writing was only 10% (Faigley and Miller 560-61).
While these numbers were small, Stephen Doheny-Farina argued that Faigley and Miller’s
results still demonstrate “writing as a social process” and encouraged the examination of
nonacademic writing (326). In 2006, Scott L. Jones conducted a survey with members of the
Society for Technical Communication, soliciting responses from almost 1,800 individuals to
learn about their collaborative writing practices (283). His survey identified the different types
of collaboration in the workplace, including “contextual,” “group,” and “hierarchical” (Jones
284-86). Jones explains that “technical communication managers reported the ability to
collaborate with subject matter experts and the ability to collaborate with coworkers as the top 2
of 63 core competencies of technical communicators,” a statistic that demonstrates just how
significant collaboration has become for writers since Faigley and Miller conducted their
research in the 1980s (283).

Application to This Study

Unlike other frameworks that describe writing environments, activity theory is not
constructed by boundaries. In fact, Engestrӧm notes that “many boundaries are collapsing in the
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world of work” and activity theory offers one way to understand this transformation as it applies
to writing environments (“Activity Theory” 960). Further, activity theory reveals the dynamic
relationship between a professional writer and her workplace. When the writer interacts with her
activity system, the writing process becomes a collaborative process. As the writer uses tools to
produce texts, she also engages with her community, adheres to or challenges the rules that
govern that community, and operates within a division of labor. This case study aims to progress
the application of activity theory to nonacademic writing studies by using what Bakhurst calls
the “second-generation activity theory’s model,” focusing on one activity system in which a
professional writer participates (201).

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

Setting

Walden Company buys, sells, and creates educational materials for K-12 and higher
education. (Note: All names are pseudonyms.) According to the company website, Walden
Company was founded over 140 years ago, and today it is a multi-billion dollar, privately owned
business with over 2,000 physical and online store locations. Walden Company is headquartered
in a suburb of a large, metropolitan Midwestern city and this building houses over 600
employees. Because Walden Company develops its own software used in retail operations, the
IT department is responsible for providing technical support to stores. In particular, the technical
writing team documents these systems for store employees.
The Research Participant
The subject of my case study is Marion, a technical writer in the IT department at Walden
Company. Marion was selected as the subject of my case study due to her extensive experience
as a professional writer and the ways in which she performs her job duties, namely through
collaboration with tools and other workers that lends itself to the study of activity theory.
Marion has a Bachelor’s in English and a Master’s in Organizational Development.
Initially desiring to be a teacher, Marion pursued a writing career instead, teaching herself
professional writing conventions and learning through on-the-job mentoring. She has worked at
Walden Company for 25 years, and while she has always been a technical writer, her work has
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involved project and personnel management and department supervision. Currently, Marion’s
department consists of one senior technical writer and her. As the supervisor, about 25% of
Marion’s job responsibilities include personnel management, in which she assigns projects to
and mentors her staff, writes administrative reports, and conducts performance evaluations;
however, the majority of her work is writing and project management.

Data Collection and Analysis

I conducted my research at Walden Company over six weeks, visiting Marion on a
weekly basis for semi-structured interviews and informal observations of her work environment.
Each visit lasted no more than two hours, and the interviews focused on one component of
Marion’s activity system. (For a detailed list of interview questions, see Appendix A.) During
our first meeting, I interviewed Marion to discover what kinds of projects she was currently
writing. My rationale for beginning my research in this way was to not necessarily emphasize
the writing itself, but through the task, to determine her writing process and her work
environment. As Bazerman, Russell, and Winsor have pointed out, texts play an important part
of activity systems in writing-based studies.
To research how Marion navigates her environment through the framework of activity
theory, I conducted a semi-structured interview to determine potential components of the activity
system in which this writing project was the goal. My questions were based on Engestrӧm’s
version of activity theory and were organized according to the following categories:
Component One: Subject


Who makes decisions governing the writing task, including its scope, the
audience, the type of text, project deadlines, review processes, etc.?
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What is your role and objective in completing this writing task?



Who do you collaborate with to write this text?



Where are you in the writing process?

Component Two: Tools


What technological resources are used to create the text?



What artifacts, such as already-existing documentation, influence the creation of
the text or how you compose?



Describe how the text has changed since your last draft and what factors have
influenced that change.

Component Three: Rules


What is your job description and how does this project align with those
responsibilities?

Component Four: Community


Where do new writing projects come from?

Component Five: Division of Labor


How are project responsibilities divided between you and your collaborators?



What contradictions, if any, arise as a result of this collaboration?

Component Six: Motives (as they relate to the object and outcome)


When is a text finished?



Where do final texts go (i.e., publication formats, final audiences, etc.)?



How do you maintain your individual writing process while collaborating with
others to complete your task?
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The writing project that I selected for my research will be referred to as the Knowledge
Hub, a content management system created by the technical writing team in collaboration with
SMEs to document technological systems and procedures that Walden Company retail locations
must implement for daily business operations. The Knowledge Hub has existed for several years
but is updated as technology and company policies change. For this project, Marion is
documenting procedures that retail performs but have never been recorded. Marion is
collaborating with three individuals from other departments in the company. Two of her
colleagues work in merchandise and are considered Marion’s SMEs, since the content of this
project is procedures from their department. The other coworker is housed in retail, and as such
is considered a content expert, but is also part of the intended audience for this project since
retail follows guidelines published by the merchandise department. While merchandise owns the
content of the project and retail implements it, Marion as the technical writer manages the
writing itself, documenting information shared by merchandise and retail while making decisions
about its style, presentation, and mechanics. This project is ongoing, beginning a few months
before I started my research at Walden Company. The group meets weekly to review and edit
previously written content as well as document new content.
In addition to interviewing Marion, I also observed her in her writing environment,
noting physical descriptions of her workspace, such as the tools she uses to work, the design and
location of her workspace, other spaces in the building where she works, and individuals she
interacts with during the writing process. I also documented descriptions of her digital
workspace, such as the hardware and software she uses, electronic resources that she accesses on
her computer to complete her work, and how she uses technology to multitask or communicate
with others. (For a formal observation list, see Appendix B.)
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Throughout the six weeks, I conducted four informal observations, three of her writing in
her work environment and one of her collaborating with her group on the project. While my
interviews and observations of Marion informed me of her writing process and the ways she
interacts with her activity system when working alone, I received the greatest insight into how
the activity system functioned when I observed her collaborating with her colleagues from
merchandise and retail.
At the conclusion of my research, I transcribed my recorded interviews and analyzed the
data. Using an open coding system, I identified information that helped me understand the
writer’s activity system and draw conclusions about how it impacts her writing process, the
environments in which she works, and her role in the activity system.

CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
The results of my study are presented according to the six components of the writer’s
activity system.
Component One: Subject

According to Kain and Wardle, the subject of an activity system is the individual
“directly participating in the activity” who “provides a point of view for studying [that] activity”
(4). Implementing qualitative research methods enabled me to identify and interpret Marion’s
perspective of herself as a writer, her writing task and environment, and the activity system in
which she participated.

Writer as Subject

As a supervisor and writer for the technical writing department, Marion splits her job
duties between writing and personnel management, which is not within the scope of this study.
As a technical writer, Marion documents software systems and procedures. While the purpose of
her projects may vary, her main audience for each project is store employees who use this
technology as part of their daily operations. The technical writing team composes many
different types of documents, including release notes, manuals, quick reference guides,
knowledge base articles, context-sensitive help, and online help (Technical Writer Job
Description). For my research, I observed Marion writing documentation for online help
specifically for the Knowledge Hub.
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Writer’s Task
Depending on the project, Marion can be the project planner, manager, researcher, editor,
and writer. Her job is rarely individual; particularly when she is unfamiliar with a system or
some of its functionalities, Marion relies on SMEs to clarify information during the drafting
process. Whatever the project, Marion describes her goal as “creat[ing] order out of chaos” so
that her writing is clear, accurate, and usable for her audience.
When she first started as a technical writer, Marion did not follow a deliberate writing
process; however, in the early 1990s she attended a four-day workshop about information
mapping, an experience she describes as “a total epiphany.” The workshop taught Marion how
to organize information, and after such a positive experience, she began requiring other writers in
her department to attend the same seminar. This now second-nature writing process used by the
technical writers at Walden Company involves multiple steps according to Marion: gathering
information, analyzing the task, drafting and reviewing (which can be repeated as many times as
necessary), and publishing.
During my research, Marion was still in the initial stages of the writing process for the
Knowledge Hub project, gathering information from her SMEs in merchandise and retail when
they met weekly and writing a first draft, a process that was very much collaborative. Further,
she described her methodology in completing this project as “unusual.” Rather than gathering
information in meetings and then writing alone, Marion met with her SMEs, one of whom is an
actual audience for the project, and they dictated aloud what the content and organization should
be. During these meetings, Marion transcribed, but the group would pause if there was a debate
about the best way to word or present content. Although unconventional compared to other
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projects she has worked on, Marion explained that this collaborative process works well for their
purpose.
Writer’s Environment

When Walden Company moved to its current location two years earlier to accommodate
a company-wide reorganization, the building was renovated. Departments are separated across
multiple floors, with elevators opening to a lobby on each floor. These lobbies serve as a central
hub, featuring a map of each wing and department, open conference spaces and closed meeting
rooms, a kitchenette, and a television that broadcasts company, local, and national news. While
the wings are carpeted with a geometric design and select walls feature a bold accent color that
represents the company’s branding, the lobby is tiled and the ceilings throughout the building
have exposed piping and electrical. Despite this industrial look, these spaces are clean, quiet,
and warm.
As members of the IT department, the technical writing staff work on the top floor of a
high-rise office building and their desks are located between two sub-departments of IT: product
support and management. Marion’s desk faces a wall of glass windows, allowing lots of bright
light to flood her workspace, and while she sits next to her senior technical writer, their desks are
angled away from one another. Marion’s desk has two computer monitors, a laptop with a
portable keyboard, and a company phone, as well as many personal and work-related items on it.
These include writing utensils, although she uses her computer almost all of the time to complete
her work, and a thick file folder sits on a bureau of desk drawers to her left.
Because IT provides customer support to stores, the environment can be loud. Although
Marion is not distracted by this noise, she explained that that was not always true, especially
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when her company first moved to this location. The open concept design of the workspace was
new to the employees of Walden Company, and being in close proximity to one another without
any separation took some adjusting. For example, behind Marion is another set of desks, and her
supervisor, the director of the department, and another IT employee occupy these spaces. While
each employee certainly has a defined workspace, they do not work in cubicles. This work
environment was intended to support collaboration, according to Marion. In fact, she describes
her writing environment as one that has “no boundaries.” However, the company did not always
hold this philosophy.
While a lot of Marion’s writing happens at her desk, there are other physical spaces
throughout the building in which Marion sometimes works, including the conference room
where her group met for this project. The space is designed for collaboration: a round table with
four desk chairs and a phone for teleconferencing sit in the middle of the room; on one wall is a
flat screen TV, which Marion uses to project what she is writing so all group members can
contribute to the process and another features a whiteboard, enabling the group to brainstorm
ideas. Certainly, these tools add to the collaborative nature of the activity system.
Marion’s “digital work environment” can be described as busy but fluid. She often had
many programs open, including Microsoft Word, which contained her project notes and
previously published documents, and MadCap Flare, a software program that she used to publish
online help. It was not uncommon to see Marion switch between these programs, as well as her
email and the company’s Intranet, which houses documentation used by headquarters and stores.
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Component Two: Tools
According to Engestrӧm, activity systems are “artifact-mediated,” indicating that tools
are an integral part of the system (“Expansive Learning” 136). Based on my initial interview
with Marion and observations of her work environment, I recorded two different types of tools
that she used: what Kain and Wardle call “physical” and “non-physical” tools (4). According
Kain and Wardle, tools can be “objects,” or physical tools, and “symbols,” non-physical tools
(2).

Physical Tools

Physical tools can be broken down into tools used during individual composing and
collaborative composing. When writing individually, Marion’s physical tools included authoring
programs, such as Word and MadCap Flare, files on her computer, the most current version of
the Knowledge Hub, templates, style guides, and email. According to Marion, many of these
tools have been used by the department for over ten years and each tool can be used for different
tasks. For example, Marion might use Word to take meeting notes, or she might access files on
her computer to update them. Templates, on the other hand, are used to ensure consistency no
matter which writer in the department is authoring the publication. Ultimately, the purpose and
the task dictate which tools the writers use, explains Marion.
MadCap Flare, however, is the main tool Marion uses to write for the Knowledge Hub.
According to Marion, this is where she writes most of the time. This electronic writing
environment enables her to create tables of content and glossaries to direct the user, hyperlink to
other locations in the Knowledge Hub or their company Intranet, and document procedures. One
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example of Marion using this tool in conjunction with others was when one of her SMEs in the
merchandise department wrote her own documentation in Word and emailed it to Marion, a
practice that non-writers in the company will occasionally do but one that requires the technical
writing team to standardize for publication. Having little knowledge of these procedures prior to
the start of the project, Marion relied on the documentation from her SME and converted it for
online help in the Knowledge Hub, applying the technical writing team’s template, style guides,
and writing conventions.
While Marion used these same tools to compose collaboratively, she used additional tools
to streamline the process. In contrast to when she wrote alone, when Marion met with her SMEs
for the Knowledge Hub project, all of them interacted with these tools. For example, Marion
projected her laptop screen to the room’s TV while writing, the SMEs from merchandise viewed
this and offered immediate feedback on it, and the SME from retail wrote notes on the
whiteboard. Similar to the way her authoring tools served as a writing environment, so too did
the conference room and its technology during collaboration.

Non-Physical Tools
Marion’s non-physical tools included her knowledge of technical writing standards and
the knowledge of others in the company. One day, I observed Marion using a Word document
written by her SME as a reference guide in writing documentation for the Knowledge Hub.
Although Marion was not familiar with the topic that she was documenting and had to rely on
the knowledge of her SME as a tool in the writing process, she was certainly considered a
writing expert, as her knowledge of writing conventions also guided that process in a way that
made sense for her audience and purpose.
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Component Three: Rules
Rules, in addition to community and division of labor, constitute the “social basis” for the
activity system, according to Engestrӧm (qtd. in Kain and Wardle 4). Kain and Wardle define
rules as “formal and explicit dos and don’ts,” such as the rules for writing that Marion follows,
as well as “norms, conventions, and values,” which include Walden Company’s workplace
customs (4).

Rules of Writing
Marion’s knowledge of technical writing conventions was a tool in the activity system,
but when she purposefully applied these conventions to improve the accuracy, clarity, and
usability of a document, these conventions became rules of writing. Consider again the Word
document created by Marion’s SME; rather than copying directly what the SME had written into
her own authoring tool, Marion made several changes based on what she called “good technical
writing,” or writing that would make the information more accessible for users. Table 1
demonstrates some of these changes.
Table 1
Examples of Technical Writing Conventions
Original Documentation
Tasks are arranged in bullets without any
obvious rationale for their order.
Bullet points contain paragraphs of
information.
Information is organized by categories.
Acronyms are defined but jargon is not
explained.

Changes Made by the Technical Writer
Tasks are divided into separate sections
according to the way they are completed.
Headings and subheadings replace bullets;
information is chunked; links lead users to
other content.
Information is organized from general to
specific.
A glossary defines terms that users may not
know.
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Rules of the Workplace

For the rules to work in a collaborative environment, each individual must understand his
or her role. For instance, the SME from retail initiated this update project because she had
experience working in the stores and realized how helpful these procedures could be if
documented in the Knowledge Hub. Therefore, she played a leadership role and ran the
meetings. On the other hand, the SMEs from merchandise were the experts on how their
department implements these procedures, so they provided valuable knowledge and feedback to
Marion. While drafting, Marion followed a department style guide to standardize her writing
and formatting. While the technical writing staff is expected to know these guidelines, Marion
explained that “rules can be broken if it is in the best interest of the user.” Part of the writing
process, then, is for Marion to be mindful of how she can better organize and present information
as the SMEs dictate it to her.

Component Four: Community
Engestrӧm argues that “the focus on complex interrelations between the individual
subject and his or her community” caused a “paradigm” shift in the study of activity theory
(“Expansive Learning” 134-35). Therefore, community is another key principle in
understanding “multiple points of view, traditions and interests” that make up an activity system
(“Expansive Learning” 136). An important perspective for Walden Company was its
development of a new philosophy that embraced “no boundaries.”

26

No Boundaries: A Transformative Philosophy

Despite its size, Walden Company values unity. Over her 25 years of service, Marion has
seen many changes in the company, but arguably the biggest change occurred two years ago
when the company underwent a reorganization, one that caused a change in leadership, staffing,
location, and philosophy. According to Marion, when the company moved to its current
location, the board and the company presidents re-envisioned their values, challenging
employees to demonstrate unity, teamwork, integrity, accountability, and innovation, more than
ever before.
As a foundational part of the company’s philosophy, these values are part of Marion’s
activity systems, particularly her work on the Knowledge Hub. For instance, she showed
integrity and accountability by keeping her audience’s needs in mind when she created or
reformatted documentation as more user-friendly. By consulting with the SMEs during the
drafting and review process, Marion clarified material as needed. Through this collaborative
process, Marion and her coworkers showed unity, teamwork, and innovation by taking initiative
to update the Knowledge Hub so other employees have access to resources they need.

No Boundaries: A Collaborative Environment
Walden Company’s move marked the first time that the headquarters of each business
unit at Walden Company were housed, as Marion described, “in a central, shared location.” As a
result, one building made it easier to ask questions, learn what other departments do, and
collaborate, forming the “no boundaries” work environment that Marion described. Marion
admitted that “it sounds silly” to think a building could have such a profound impact on an
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individual worker or the company; however, she now works with other departments that she
never had the opportunity to work with before and has unrestricted access to her SMEs when
questions arise. In addition to building professional networks, Marion explained that the
Knowledge Hub is also growing based on her collaboration with retail and merchandise. In that
respect, “the building and its philosophy has worked,” argued Marion.
While the company encourages “no boundaries,” Marion explained that “people create
their own,” perhaps indicating a contradiction between activity systems throughout the company.
According to Marion, if teams are in close proximity to one another and have work goals in
common, the idea of “no boundaries” and collaboration works. However, where to house the
technical writing staff at Walden Company has always been debated. Marion attributed this
confusion over her department’s location to the fact that many people are unaware of her job
responsibilities. Table 2 shows different departments in Walden Company where the technical
writing staff could be located based on their job duties.
Table 2
Locations for Technical Writers at Walden Company
Location
IT
Software
Development
Training
Quality
Assurance

Job Description
Document technology
Learn systems as they are developed so documentation can be published as
part of the final software package
Teach others how to complete tasks by writing documentation
Make technical information accessible for a non-technical audience

Component Five: Division of Labor
The community of an activity system also has a division of labor that “creates different
positions for participants,” explains Engeström (“Expansive Learning” 136). While division of
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labor is apparent in Marion’s daily reporting structure, it can also be observed through her
collaboration with her colleagues on the Knowledge Hub project. The group demonstrates what
Engeström refers to as “multi-voicedness” because of their individual investments that drive their
work toward a collective goal (136).

Daily Hierarchy
Although Marion’s department is small, a reporting structure still exists, giving the
department and individual staff members an identifiable place in the company. Marion’s work
ethic and years of experience have positioned her in a way that other departments come directly
to her, rather than her boss, with project requests. As the supervisor of her department, Marion
determines the needs of a project and then assigns it to her staff. She describes her reporting
structure, however, as “nonconventional” in that she reports to the director of the department for
performance evaluation and personnel mentoring but another IT supervisor oversees her day-today work.

Project Stakeholders
Marion’s collaboration on the Knowledge Hub project is what Jones calls “stakeholder
interactions” because the writer “seeks input from various stakeholders of a document” (285).
Typically, Marion’s stakeholders are the end users of her documentation, but she rarely receives
feedback from them. However, with the Knowledge Hub project, she works with two
stakeholders: the SMEs from merchandise, who, according to Marion, “own the content and
control how it is communicated with the stores,” and the SME from retail, who was a former
store employee and knows what content would be most helpful to the intended audience. Finally,
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as the one who “owns the writing,” Marion also has a stake in this project. As one of the first
writers on the Knowledge Hub when it was created years ago, Marion is proud of the time and
work she has invested in creating the documentation for this content management system. While
the Knowledge Hub has existed for some time, it was not until other departments, such as
merchandise and retail, took an interest in its development that its value increased significantly
for the company, explained Marion.
Although Marion described this project’s group dynamic as one of “respect and
comradery,” competing interests exist among stakeholders. Marion anticipates that the other
departments will be credited with its success, regardless of her involvement in its creation and
maintenance. At the same time, however, Marion recognizes that their shared interest in the
Knowledge Hub will raise awareness of its existence and increase its use.

Component Six: Motives
As Deans explains, motives, a component of Vygotsky’s original activity theory,
demonstrate how “human behavior is goal driven” (292). Kain and Wardle define an activity
system’s motive as the “reason for the activity,” which they contend is typically broken into two
parts: the object and the outcome (5).

Objects (Short-term Goals) and Outcomes (Long-term Goals)
During the drafting stage of the Knowledge Hub project, Marion’s short-term goal was to
meet with her colleagues to ensure that collaboration continues, regardless of schedules or
workloads. The long-term goal was to publish the project. However, a company goal drove the
reason for this activity system. The content documented by Marion and her SMEs has always
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been anecdotal, so when workers had questions, they called headquarters seeking answers.
Eventually, the company plans to expand the Knowledge Hub to include training materials, in
addition to existing information about systems, merchandise, and retail. With its expansion, the
company hopes this tool can reach a more global internal audience.

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
During one of my observations, Marion mentioned that technical writing is a “thankless
job.” When I questioned her about this, she explained that “it’s probably true everywhere
because we quietly sit and do our thing. I mean, often we’re sitting alone at a desk working and
not interacting with anybody, except the computer. And then your work goes out to thousands
potentially… a lot of the people don’t even know where the documentation is.” While writing
can be a quiet activity, in this case it is certainly not a solitary one. On the contrary, viewing
Marion’s work through the lens of activity theory highlights the many collaborative interactions
she has with her tools, her coworkers, and the rules, community, and division of labor that make
up her activity system. Arguably, this social context is most evident when considered in light of
Marion’s “no boundaries” environment that the framework of activity theory revealed.

Navigating the Environment

With over 25 years of experience in the industry, Marion recognizes that her job
responsibilities as a technical writer require her to embrace project management and
collaboration to do her job. Therefore, it seems that she intuitively navigates her environment to
complete the writing process. This does not mean that challenges do not arise within her activity
system, such as disagreements over the organization or phrasing of content, changes in
personnel, or a stalling of the project. If Marion’s environment can be described as an activity

32

system whose motive is to complete writing tasks, then her writing methodology helps her
navigate that environment. That she only meets with her team to discuss the Knowledge Hub
once a week is not indicative of how collaborative her job is. On the contrary, these meetings
serve as a foundation for the work she will complete prior to their next meeting and until the
project is completed.

Activity Systems and the Writing Task
Deans notes that “the components of the [activity] system interact continually” with one
another, and this is true of Marion’s environment during the Knowledge Hub project (293).
Because she relies on the SMEs for information, she cannot move forward in the project without
them. Their day-to-day work responsibilities and locations throughout the building may
physically separate them, but tools, rules, community, division of labor, and motives keep them
connected. Even though Marion does all of the writing and most of it happens while she is at her
desk, she is not alone in the process. In addition, because of the activity system’s shared interest
in transforming the Knowledge Hub into a more visible resource, her work no longer seems
thankless but will be “championed by the company,” according to Marion.
Russell defines an activity system as “any ongoing, object-directed, historically
conditioned, dialectically structured, tool-mediated human interaction” (“Rethinking Genre”
510). The object of Marion’s activity system is for retail locations to access the documentation
on the Knowledge Hub for future reference when conducting daily business. While the writing
may seem finished when the documentation is published, the activity system will continue to
survive as the Knowledge Hub is updated in the future and stores continue to use it. Yet this
knowledge would not be available without the collaboration of Marion and her SMEs. When the
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company relocated to a building that could house all of their departments, the workers responded
by increasing awareness of one another’s roles in the business and collaborating on projects to
capitalize on their strengths. Certainly, Marion and her team could not have achieved their goals
without the use of tools and contributions from each member.

Contradictions as Agents of Progress
Contradictions, according to Engestrӧm, have the potential to change the shape and
direction of the activity system (“Expansive Learning” 135). One of the greatest contradictions
in Marion’s activity system is how her role as a writer is perceived, not only by her collaborators
but by the company as well. In Marion’s mind, “not everyone can write; it takes an
understanding of rhetoric, linguistics, and language, as well as the ability to advocate for the
user.” Based on my observations, her belief about writing stems from the fact that she must
validate her work and responsibilities in the company, a common theme in our discussions about
her environment. For example, during Marion’s collaboration on the Knowledge Hub project,
one of her SMEs tried to assume the role of the writer, not just by dictating what the
documentation should say during their meetings but also by downloading the same authoring
tools that Marion uses to write some of the project herself.
Engestrӧm explains that contradictions in an activity system can “escalate into
collaborative envisioning and a deliberative change effort” among participants, but these
contradictions cannot be understood without knowing the history of the system (“Expansive
Learning” 137). Certainly, the complicated history of where Walden Company’s technical
writing department belongs and the lack of awareness that surrounds what they do have an
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impact on the contradictions in Marion’s activity system. However, recognizing these
contradictions highlights how her company and her position within that company have evolved.
Marion’s visibility as a technical writer in the company can increase in a few ways. By
embracing the collaborative opportunities that moving to their new building facilitated, Marion
works with more individuals throughout the company, and working across departments will
educate people on the services she provides. In turn, the more projects that she manages, the
more visible her work becomes. As the Knowledge Hub undergoes its transformation of adding
new documentation, the value of her work will increase as will her visibility within the company.
Over time and through collaboration with her SMEs, Marion has seen how this project is
increasing the Knowledge Hub’s use, a motive all participants in the activity system share.
Writing in the workplace is ubiquitous because most professions require that workers
write, in some capacity, on the job. However, the knowledge and skills demonstrated by
technical writers make them an expert at this task. Ideally, their writing should be centrally
located within a company, but this visibility is not always apparent. Russell states that CHAT
allows scholars to investigate how “discourse mediates… activity,” emphasizing that this
concept may seem “transparent” to some, but that CHAT highlights just how “visible” writing is
in our daily activities (“Writing and Genre” 223, 225). Russell’s claims are further supported by
an anecdote from my research: while applying for another position at Walden Company, Marion
was asked by her interviewer, a human resources representative and fellow Walden Company
employee, what she does as a technical writer because the interviewer did not know. Marion’s
writing is located everywhere – posted on the company’s Intranet, printed for store use, shared
by IT via email or telephone conversations, promoted during company meetings – yet her work
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is overshadowed by what Marion says is a lack of “know[ing] what tech writing is and does.”
Certainly, lack of awareness complicates where writing is located.

Implications

In the November/December 2015 edition of Intercom, Bernard Aschwanden, President of
the Society for Technical Communication, asked two important questions in his “State of the
Industry” address: “What is the role of technical communication teams within businesses,
governments, and nonprofits?” and “Where are we headed?” Activity theory offers a way for
writers to answer these questions because of its emphasis on how activity in the past impacts the
present and how changes in the present influence the future (Worthen 26). Aschwanden’s
questions highlight the significance of knowing what technical writers do as well as where they
are positioned physically and operationally.
As a longtime employee at Walden Company, Marion has experienced many changes,
particularly where she and the technical writing department are positioned in the company.
Currently, she is a member of the IT department and is arguably gaining prominence. IT plays
an essential role in the daily operations of the entire company, and Marion is responsible for
collaborating with others to document how these operations work. While the original motive of
Marion’s activity system was to provide more documentation in the Knowledge Hub, the
interactions of the components have called attention to a much more significant outcome:
visibility of the writer. Viewing their environment through the lens of activity theory empowers
writers to increase their visibility within that environment through their interactions with the
activity system and promote their skills and the value of their work.
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Future Research
Engestrӧm’s research compares multiple systems of activity to one another and one way
to apply this to writing studies would be to research how the environment of writers housed in
different departments in one company relate to or contradict one another. While the setting for
my research was the corporate environment of one technical writer, future studies could also
consider other non-academic writing professions as a location for research. For example, what is
the writing environment like, as defined by activity systems, for a novelist, journalist, or
blogger? One could also examine the many job titles that fall under the profession of technical
communication. For example, one might ask if content developers work in similar environments
as proposal analysts and how their activity systems differ. Conducting these types of studies
would not only advance activity theory research in nonacademic writing studies, but it would
also help define and shape the state of the profession.

Limitations

The limitations of this study are as follows: it was conducted with only one research
participant at one company and only one activity system was considered despite the complex
web of activity that exists in that workplace.

Conclusion

Answering the question of where do writers write? is much more complex when viewed
through the lens of activity theory. Simple descriptions like a company, a department, and a
desk suddenly become a dynamic system of activity among components. For example, the
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company represents the community who holds certain values that drive their work toward shared
motives. The department symbolizes a division of labor, where writers follow standard writing
conventions, collaborate with their SMEs, and negotiate their roles in a project. A desk is where
the individual writer uses her knowledge and tools to complete daily writing tasks that contribute
to the larger goals of the department and the community. Because these locations are connected
through activity, they create an environment without boundaries that reflects the social nature of
writing. As a result, writers must learn to navigate this environment during the writing process.
In doing so, the role and status of the writer can become a more visible foundation in the activity
system and greater organization.
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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Subject and Motives
1. What is your education or background in writing studies? Where did you learn to write?
Do you have any writing mentors?
2. How long have you been working at Walden Company?
3. What positions have you held with this company?
4. What is your current title and what are the main job responsibilities associated with that
position?
5. Where does this position fall within the organization’s hierarchy?
6. In what ways does your company’s philosophy impact you and your work?
7. Tell me about your department’s history. What significant changes (including physical
location, responsibilities, awareness, name changes, etc.) have impacted your role as a
writer in this organization?
8. Describe the current writing project you’re working on.
9. What are the short-term or long-term goals for this project?
10. When will the project be completed? Who or what defines this phase of completion?
Tools, Rules, Community, and Division of Labor
1. Questions about physical tools used during the individual and collaborative composing
process were based on Kain and Wardle’s suggestion for analysis (7).
a) What physical tools do you use to write for the Knowledge Hub during the
individual composing process?
i. How long have you been using these tools?
ii. What tasks are completed using each tool?
iii. How do you determine which tool to use?
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b) What physical tools do you use to write for the Knowledge Hub during the
collaborative composing process?
i. When working collaboratively, how are tools utilized by individuals in
the group?
ii. Have you always used these tools to collaborate? If not, what approach
was used in the past?
iii. How do these tools help the group reach project goals?
iv. What is your preferred method of communication with group members
when writing individually on a collaborative project (email, instant
messaging, telephone, face-to-face meetings, etc.)?
2. How does your writing environment promote collaboration?
3. What rules do you follow when collaborating with your SMEs?
4. What technical writing standards guide your task?
a) What standards do you use to judge whether something is “good technical
writing”?
b) Do all writers in the department share this definition?
c) During the collaborative composing process, how are decisions made about what
constitutes “good technical writing”? Are there ever disagreements and how are
they resolved?
5. What personnel resources do you rely on during the writing process?
a) Do you collaborate with other technical writers to complete a writing task? Why
or why not?
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b) Are there other members of the company that you rely on to complete the writing
task? Who are these “go-to” people? For what reasons would you seek their help?
c) Which individuals or groups in the company are you most likely to collaborate
with and why?
6. After each meeting, how are future tasks determined and completed by the group?
Community and Division of Labor
1. When did your work on the Knowledge Hub begin?
2. What is at stake in this project for you and your collaborators? What competing interests
exist?
3. How does this collaborative project promote a sense of community among participants?
4. How would you describe Walden Company’s workplace culture?
5. What are the company’s values or mission? How does your work on the Knowledge Hub
align with those values?
6. In his 2006 study with members of the Society for Technical Communication, Jones
defined several types of “hierarchical collaboration” that professional writers demonstrate
in their everyday work, including “content interactions,” “contextual interactions,”
“stakeholder interactions,” “strategic interactions,” and “mentoring interactions” (285,
290).
a) How often can your collaboration on the Knowledge Hub be described in these
ways?
b) At what stage of the project does this collaboration occur?
c) Can you provide an example of how you interact in this way on this project?
7. Who sets the goals for each meeting and how do you reach those objectives?
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8. How would you describe the group’s dynamic?
9. What was typical and atypical about the collaboration I observed between you and your
coworkers?

APPENDIX B
FORMAL OBSERVATION LIST
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Physical Environment
 What physical objects does the writer use to complete writing tasks?
 Where is the writer’s workspace located in relationship to her co-workers?
 In what ways is the workspace designed to promote collaboration and community?
 In what ways is the workspace designed to indicate any division of labor?
 In what department does the writer work?
 Generally speaking, who does the writer interact with during work?
 Where else does the writer complete work (i.e., other locations in her department,
conference rooms, etc.)? How do these spaces impact the work environment and her
purpose for the activity?
Digital Environment
 What types of technology does the writer use to complete her work?
 What specific software programs does the writer use to complete her work?
 What electronic resources does the writer access to complete her work (i.e., the
company’s Intranet, files on her computer, etc.)? How often does she access them and for
what reasons?
 In what ways does the writer multitask through the use of technology to complete her
work?
 Does the writer use electronic means to communicate with other team members during a
task? For what reasons are these methods of communication used during work in regards
to the project versus in-person communication?

